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HISTOJtY OF WAX-CANDLES IN INDIA 
( A. D. 1500-1900 ) 

BY 


P, K, GODE 

The history of the Indian technical arts and sciences is shrouded 
in mystery, though it would be possible to clarify it consi¬ 
derably on the strength of Sanskrit and non-Sanskrit sources. 
During the last ten years I have published several papers 1 
dealing with a few problems connected with the cultural history 
of India which includes the history of Indian technical arts and 
aciences. 

The history of Lighting and Lighting Appliances in Ancien 
and Mediaeval India, if studied in detail, would prove a fasci¬ 
nating study for any lover of Indian culture. I have col¬ 
lected some material on this topic but it would take a long 
time to release it, in the meanwhile I have thought it advisable 
to write some notes on stray topics connected with this subject. 
Accordingly I have published a paper 2 on the references to 
Persian oil ( parasika taila or Taruska taila) in Sanskrit sources 
( between c. A. D. 500 and 1100 ). According to the evidence 
recorded in this paper it appears that some sort of crude Persian 
oil or Kerosine oil was used as lamp-oil in Northern India 
some time between A. D. 500 and 1100. While I was writing 
this paper a friend of mine asked me to write on the history of 
Candles in India. I lost no time in studying this problem and 
collecting evidence on it. I have great pleasure in recording 
below this evidence, howsoever scanty it might be. 


1 See Bibliography of my writings ( 1916-1946 ) published by me in 1947. 
The subject-index (pp. 38-39 ) of this Bibliography records all my papers on 
Indian Culture and VijfMna (technical arts and sciences). Some more papers 
on these subjeots have been published sinoe the Bibliography was published. 

* See Journal of the Kalihga Historical Society , Balangir ( Orissa ), Vol. 
tl, No. 1. pp. 15-17. 
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History of Wax-Candlts in India 147 

In the article on “ Candle ” in the Encyclopedia Britannica 1 
we get some historical information about Candle. I note soma 
points from this information :— 

(1 ) Candle is a rod of fatty or waxy material through the 
centre of which runs a fibrous wick. 

( 2 ) Modern Candles are the successors of the early rush - 
lights which consisted of the pith of rushes soaked in house-hold 
grease. 

(3 ) An improvement was made later by dipping cotton 
threads 8 in melted tallow. By alternate dipping and oooling the 
desired thickness was obtained. These “ tallow-dips ” were one 
of the most ancient forms of iiluminant and they continued to ba 
a house-industry for oenturies. 

( 4 ) In Paris in the 18th century A. D. there was a guild of 
travelling candle-makers who went from house to house making 
candles. 

( 5 ) Bees-wax candles have been UBed from early times and 
are mentioned by the Roman writers. For mystical reasons the 
Catholic Church prescribes bees-wax candles for Mass and other 
liturgical functions. 

( 6 ) Spermaceti , a white crystalline wax obtained from the 
head cavity of the sperm or “ right ” whale came into use in the 
latter half of the 18th century. Owing to its extreme brittleness 
spermaceti requires to be mixed with a small proportion of other 
material such as bees-wax. 

( 7 ) Modern-candles are made of paraffin wax (introduced 
about A. D. 1854) or stearine or mixtures of these. 

As the use of candle is closely connected with the candle-stick 
the following points from the article on candle-stick in the Encydo- 
Britannica ( Vol. 4, p. 740 ) are note-worthy •_ 

• Vide pp. 738 of Vol. 4 of 14th edition ( 1929 ). 

* In ancient India the use of animal fate for feeding lamps was prohibited 
by the Dharmasastra texts. The practice of dipping twisted rags ( forming 
a sort of wick or torch ) in oil and then lighting them appears to have been 
current in mediaeval India. The term for this iiluminant used in Marathi is 
" tpf(tF>i)tpST ” (Vide ihabdakola by Karve and Date, Vol. II, 1933, p.652). 
Series of such wioks dipped in oil or ghee and kept in a tray were lighted 
and waved before a temple image or house-hold gods at dawn. They war* 
known »a “ arTB>a-STI?tfl ’’ < See Aabdakoia ibid ) 
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(1) The history of candle-sticks deals with those of the 
Church. Moses was commanded to make a candle-stick for the 
tabernacle, of hammered gold, a talent in weight, and consisting 
of a base with a shaft rising out of it and six arms and with 
seven lamps supported on the summits of the six arms and 
central shaft. When Solomon built the temple he placed in it 
ten gold candle-sticks, five on the north and five on the south 
side of the holy place. 

(2) After the Babylonish captivity the golden stick was 
again placed in the temple as it had been before in the tabernacle 
by Moses. On the destruction of Jerusalem by Tifcup it was 
carried with other spoils to Borne. 

(3 ) Representations of the seven—branched candlestick occur 
on the arch of Titus at Rome and on antiquities found in the 
catacombs at Rome. 


(4) The primitive form of candle~stick was a torch made of 
slips of bark, vine tendrils, or wood dipped in wax or tallow , tied 
together and held in the hand by the lower end f such as arc 
frequently figured on ancient painted vases. The next step was 
to attach to them a cup ( discus) to catch the dripping wax 
or tallow. 

( 5) During llth and 12th centuries A. D. a certain amount of 
ornamentation appeared. 

(6) Previous to the 17th century, iron , fatten, bronze , an# 
copper were used for making candle-sticks. Thenceforward 
silver came to be used. In more modern periods, Sheffield plate,, 
silver plate and China became very popular. 

(7) The golden age of the candle-stick lasted from the 
3rd quarter of the 17th century to the end of the 18th. 

(8) The history of candle-stick shows an’ increasing 
tendency towards simplicity. 

The foregoing remarks on the history of candle' and candle- 
tttck contain no reference to the use of candles in India. 


1912 PhTaSe and FaUe by B -°- Brewer, London, 
•ndi t . u rZ T ♦ Cresting remarks on CandU and allied terminology 
ana us usages. I note some points from these remarks •- i n it . 83f 

custom of presenting on January 6th a candle of various oolLsTo threj Wni 
( continued on thejollaunng page % 
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Before recording my evidence about the history of candles in 
India I must point out that the Hindu Lharmasastra texte 
prohibit the use of any kind of animal fat or grease for feeding 
lamps and consequently any kinds of candles, in which such fat 
or grease was used, were not likely to have found favour with 
the orthodox Hindus of ancient and mediaeval India. In the 
Danakharida of the Caturvargacintama#i {Bib. Ind.) Vol. I* 
Calcutta, 1873, p. 945 we find HemSdri (c. A. D. 1260) quoting 
an extract from the Vi&iudharmollara on the topic of dipa-dana 
or gift of lamps to deities etc. This extract states :— 

“ i 

S 5 8 T*rSnT%ftffaf 3 3 qmss* » " 

Only ghee and oil of setamutn were to be used for eacted lamps. 
No kind of fat or marrow of the bones and flesh of animals waa 
to be used for these lamps. The extract further states '•— 

“ sjrfantr tfrarcrist ^ ftqqrTr ^ **** 1 

i^fr'rer qr qqnspr*** q<T» ” 

The wick of the lamp was to be made of lotus threads or fibres. 
One should avoid the use of any animal product in making 
this wick. * 1 * * 


( continued from the previous page ) 

of Cologne. ( 2 ) Ifc was the practice of Roman Catholics to burn candles 
before the image of a favourite Saint, carry them in procession and plaoe 
them on their altar?. ( 3 ) Selling by candle was a kind of auction. ( 4 ) Candles 
used by Roman Catholics at funerals are the relic of an ancient Roman Custom. 

( 5) Praotioe of holding a candle in the Catholic Church for the reader. 
( 6 ) Shakespeare calls stars as “ Candles of the night ’* ( Merchant of Venice , 
V, 1). ( 7 ) Candlemas Day-feast of the purification of Virgin Mary on Feb. £. 
Candle procession — Candles Symbolize Jesus Christ. ( 8 ) It was the old 
Roman Custom of burning candles to the goddess Februa , mother of Mars, 
to scare away evil spirits. 

1 MitramUra ( A. D. 1600-1650 ) in the Lak$anaprakU&a of his Fframt- 
trodaya ( Chowkhamba Sans. Series, Benares, 1916, pp. 650-652 ) quotes some 
earlier works whioh describe the following lighting utensils and applianoes:— 
f 1) <f?q<Tl9T ( extracts from and ’ ). 

( 2 ) ( extract from ). 

( 3 ) fjqpiiK ( extract from ), 

( 4 ) ( extract from ), 

( 5 ) ( extraofcs from i%ff |e rT $UcK and ), 

There 16 no reference in the several extracts quoted to any kind of Candle ot 
Candlestick- 
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In the history of the candle recorded above from the Encyclo- 
Britannica reference is made to the use of Bees-imx for candle- 
manufacture from Roman times. I have not come across any 
references to the use of beef-wax in India among the materials 
used for feeding lamps in ancient and mediaeval India. As 
bfes-wax is closely connected with the manufacture of candles 
I note below some information about it from Sanskrit sources '■— 

(1) The Amarakosa (Between A. D. 500 and 800) refers to 

bees-wax as g (Kftnda II.) Vaisyavarga , 

verse 108 (vide p. 224 of Poona Edition by N. G. Sardesai and 
H. D. Sharma). Bhftnuji Dlksita (c. A. D. 1680) in his com¬ 
mentary explains the two words and for beeo-wax 

and observes “If ‘ wra*q. ” It is clear from 

this statement that the term “ ntff ” for bees-wax was current at 
Benares about A. D. 1680. Bhanuji does not refer to “ ” 

or bees-wax candle. This term for candle in general is now 
current in Northern India. In the Deccan we use the term 
'ScflWRfr” for candle. 

(2) Vagbhata I in his A§tangasamgraha (c. A. D. 625) refers 
to bees-wax as JPJ.ftlTE for use in a medical preparation 

( Vide p. 128 of a*. W5 (Chap. H ) ed. by 
R. D. Kinjavadekar, Poona, 1940 ) 

( 3) Vagbhata II ( c. A. D. 8th or 9th century ) refers to bees¬ 
wax in the following extracts 

Aqtdfigahrdaya ( CikitsitasthGna, chapter 3.- ) — 

“ 3*r$rr tffasfrd *rof firm** ” (verse 75 j 

and Cikitsitasthana, chap. 19 (f ) verse 78 — 

— “ h# stst I ” 

and verse 84 — 

— “ tog aisaw: I ” 
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4) The medical glossary Dhanvantarinighatdu ( earlier than 
Amara ) records the following synonyms about bees-wax* 

( 

“ raw wp&m* i 

ftgsr u " 

(See p. 608 of 3rsi*Tf?»re5>? by K. M. Vaidya, Triohur, 1986 ) 

(5) Narahari (c. A. D. 1450 ) in his medical glossary JRaja- 
nighantu (Anand&srama Sans. Series, Poona, 1896, p. 118) records 
the properties and synonyms of bees-wax 

corn— “ fasnre fwrcmgi wrerftns<i i 

sr?a n 

faw ngar njgnnaa I 
wtjfaire h%«W5WC u V*\ n 
$tr[u «farcro =a m%a»3T a*tr i 

^TrssT =a mffcrc?rw<re; n h 

jrafaa nr ^arrfj nf?a ^rafasrffr- > ” 

Page 481— Narahari mentions the vernaoular term JbU for 
bees-wax in the following verse 

“ j{dt ^TT^m srsfc =a i 

HHtwwrs awnV na^ifai: n \R it ” 


* I may note here the references to bees-wax in the Geographical Account 
of Countries round the Bay of Bengal ( A. D . 1669-1679 ) by Thomas Bowrey 
( Hakluyt Society, Cambridge. 1905 ) 

Page 290 — foot note 8 — “ Bees-ivax " mentioned as an artiole of trade of 
the Mallays ( of Achin) with Pegu etc. (see p. 35 of LockyePa Trade in 
India ). 

Pages 56-57 — Bowrey mentions bees-wax as king's commodity in his 
account of Choromandel. In foot-note 2 the editor quotes an extract dated 
8th Sept. 1676 from the Diary of Streynsham Master , p. 57, on hia journey from 
Balasor to Hugli, which reads 44 Ganges, on the east side of which most part 
of the great quantity of bees-wax is made, which is the king's commodity . ** 

P . 182 — Bowrey mentions “ bees-wax " as a product of Bengal produced 
in plenty. 

p . 2 25 — Bowrey refers to 11 bees-wax " as king's commodity in his aooount 
of Patna ( Bihar ). 

P. i84 — foot-note 1— Tavernier , Vol. II, p. 141 — reference to wax as a 
product of Bengal. 
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(6) The Carakasamhita ( Oikitsasthana Chap. 7, verse 121— 
p.456 of N. S. Press Edition, 1941) refers to bees-wax in its 
treatment of leprosy () ••— 

“ r tpffeuHT i%9n%^r giaKtapnsT li ” 

(7) Dr. G. P. Majumdar in his remarks of Toilet ( p. 84 of 
Some Aspects of Indian Civilization, Calcutta, 1938 ) states that 
according to Vinaya texts the Buddhist Bhikkus are “forbidden 
to smooth the hair with a comb or with a shampooing instrument 
with pomade, hair oil or bees-wax. ” 

The foregoing few references are sufficient to establish the 
antiquity of bees-wax in India for at least 2000 years, if not more. 
These references, however, are not useful to us in our inquiry 
about the use of bees-wax for the manufacture of candles in India. 

The Marathi Dictionary &abdakoia ( by Date and Karve) 
makes the following entries about candle or 

Vot. IV ( 1988 ), p. 2527— 

*TO - wax () Persian WR 

- Bees-wax candle. ( Persian Rin, +g#r) 

iTO*RT -ttcrawT 

Page H54Z— WHWffr -Rnrarfr 

Usage- “ 3rr# TfnFi??n^i a*r t&fr ” 

— <i# mefr etc. ) 

(This usage of the word Rl*3rfr is later than A. D. 1700 ). 

I have already recorded the reference to not in the glossary 
by Harahari (c. A. D. 1450) viz, Rajanighaylu, in which the 
Sanskrit word is equated with #or (trif ... ). 

This reference proves that the term Rot was current c. A. D. 1450. 
This conclusion is corroborated by the references to “ ” 

and “im ” on folio 83 of - a Ms on cosmetics and perfumery 
called the Gandhavada with a Marathi commentary available in 
B. O. R. Institute Colleoii >n ( Raddi collection). According to 
my evidence this work was composed between c. A. D. 1850 and 
1550, This use of RW or bees-wax in oosmetics is in harmony with 
the reference to bees-wax in the Vinaya texts which, however, 
prohibit its use for toilet purposes by the Bhikkus as pointed out 
by Dr. G. P. Majumdar and noted by me already in this paper. 
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The Maratha King Shahu of Satara, the grandson of Shivaji 
the Qreat, was brought up in Mogul captivity in his boyhood. He 
was, therefore, fond of certain articles of luxury current at the 
Mogul court in the latter half of the 17 th century and when he 
began to rule the Maratha country with his headquarters at 
Satara he procured these articles for his use as will be seen from 
the following evidence :— 

In the Peshwa Da/tar Selections ed. by Rao Bahadur G. S. 
Sardesai we get the following documents proving the use of 
wax-candles () and rose-water (g^tq) by King Shahu 
( A. D. 1682-1749 ) 

P. D. Selection No. 8 — Letter No. 51 dated 18th April 1788. 
This letter is written by Kanhoji Angre Sarkhel to King Shahu, 
forwarding about 750 candles (“ wtntFOTf ”) weighing 7 Vi mounds 
and 5 sere together with about 20 rose-water bottles (“ jrsnw fww 
tPTtv ”) in response to Shau’s letter to the writer, stating that 
1000 candles were required by Shahu in connection with the 
marriage of Rfijasbai ("art^r 

3TI% <rfr inrar* ** arqrr. 

tilqyqi * arrfci ” )- 

Rao Br. Sardesai adds the following note to this letter 

" Raja Shahu constantly ordered candles and other foreign 
articles from the Angres who probably prooured them from the 
British. ” 

P. D. S. No. 8 — Letter No. 52 dated 8-8-1715 (?) is a Memo, 
of foreign articles ordered by King Shahu from Kanhoji Angre. 
This list inoludes 400 candles (“ o o rifarft ”), 100 rose-water 
bottles (“ \ o o ”) together with elephant tusks, knives, 

cloths, tobaooo (and 0Tcfr), musk, gun-powder, swords etc. 

The foregoing evidenoe conclusively proves the use of candles 
in the Maratha country 1 later than A. D. 1700, though this use 

I The increasing uie of oandles in the Maratha Country during the 
regime of the Peshwas is vouehed by the following references in Peshwa 
Dafter Selection No. 82 ( Private Life of the later Peshwas) ed. by Rao 
Bahadur G. 8. Sardesai, 1933 

Letter No. 80 of 28-8-18IB — “ j 0 o o tmqan sfll ” 

( Ra. 1000 spent for tbe purohase of candles for Oanapati Festival in A. D. 1815). 

Letter No. 88 of 80-8-1771 — •• qiq5[r3n ° ° VTSTCvVI <TRv*TT. ” 

( These candles were received for the Jewellery Department of the Peshwa ). 

( continued on the following page ) 

20 ( Annals, B, O. R. I, ] 
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was confined to royalties. Rao Br. Sardesai states that Shahu 
ordered candles , rose-water etc. from Kanhoji Angre, who probably 
purchased them from the British. If this statement is correct we 
must presume that candles were not manufactured in India but 
that they were an article of foreign import in India in the early 
part of the 18th century. 

Let us now record the use of candles in India in the 17th 
century. In this connection the evidence of the glossary called 
the Rajavyavaharakosa composed by Raghunatha Pandita about 
A. D. 1676 by order of Sbivaji the great ( died A. D. 1680 ) is very 
helpful. In the 1st section of this glossary called the Rajavarga 
( p. 3 of the Poona Edition, 1880 ) the author records some termi¬ 
nology about lighting appliances etc. in the following extract s— 
“ ... — ... ^ ii ^ ii 

a ***$ i 

star ii II ” 

— “ ^l«T5ntfT g *awft<rar: u RV u 

a Surf I 

WRPcrnssflros iRr 11 R* 11 

( continued from the previous page ) 

Letter No. 226 of 16-4-1815 — This is a contract ( ) for supplying lights 
in the Peshwa’s palaces at Poona undertaken by one Jivaji Krishna# Bhutkar. 
It refers to ^ r fl^ r © nce t0 candles is found in this con¬ 

tract for 12 months. Evidently the lamps at the palaces were oil-lamps 
normally and candles were used on special occasions. 

* Vide p. 73 of Portuguese Vocables by Dalgado, G. 0. Series Baroda, 1936- 
“ ? Cdndil (in the old acceptation of 44 a lamp, ” now obsolete). Guj. 
Kandil , a glass "lamp. — Hindi, Hindust. qandil — Kan. Kandil — Mai. 
Kandil , — Ach. Khandel . — Jap. Ranter a, a hand lamp. ” 

In all probability the word is imported directly from the Arabic qandil. 
The origin of the Japanese term is doubtful; perhaps it is from the English 
Candle , notwithstanding the difference in meaning. Gonoalves Viana believes 
that it is from the Spanish Candela , 44 a candle. ” 

Peshwa Dafter Selection No. 82 ( Private Life of later Peshwas ) Letter 
No. 86 refers to a ipifH l lantern ) fitted with mirrors ( 3TR% ) 

required by the Peshwa. A special oarpenter was asked to prepare this 
lantern | The &abddko5a by Date and Karve, p. 2173, records the words W. 
f Arabic (pgs ) = Usages:— “ WfiRmr 

^ etc. ) and (^) " 'fTIUltf frit 

I JTOWWr fltTfffi I ” ]. 
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TjTTTsreiT l 

frorspiSRg ITIWT Wrftsr il II ” 

In the above extract the following words and their meanings 
recorded by RaghuDatha Pandita are useful for our present 
inquiry :— 

(1) = WeI^t ( candle-stiok ) 

( 2) HratWrfr = Fiorarfcm ( candle or bees-wax candle ) 

I am not aware of the existence of the words ifrrafrsr and 
in any lexicons Sanskrit or Prakrit so far known. It 
appears that Raghunatba has coined these words to explain the 
foreign’ terms and then current in the Maratha 

country like many other terms which constitute the Rajavyava - 
harakosa, a glossary prepared with the objeot of olarifying the 
meanings of these terms for the benefit of Shivaji’s courtiers and 
other officers in his kingdom. I have already pointed out that 
Bbanuji DIksita (c. A. D. 1630) living at Benares uses the 
Persian term ifrat; (bees-wax) in explaining Amara’s two terms 
“ ” and “ ” for bees-wax. Bhanuji nowhere refers 

to wiHfOTft (candle) as such, though candles were used in India 
at this time as will be seen from the evidence recorded below. 

John Fryer in his Travels ( A. D. 1672-1681) published by 
Hakluyt Society, London, 1912 refers to wax for Tapers in his 
Description of Ooa as follows ! — 

Vol. II, Page 28 — “ The finest Manchet ( = wheaten bread) 
it may be in the world is made here and the purest Virgin* Wax 
for Tapers. ” 

The Editor of the above Travels makes the following remarks 
on the word Tapers in the above extract:— 


1 In his ( Poona, 1925, p. 208 ) Prof. M. T. Patwardhan 

makes the following entries about q|i^ ( bees-wax ) and allied terms 
nK 5WTT ( 3. ) nor-^ITX. “ J315TI ^ Wl^-STTOI 

” (®«o ftfOT ^vrrft vifpft# ?i? ?x) 
wnMte m °i ?<W OT «p? 5T ?rr hot 

( «ee q. qppffat ?l ? ) 

ntHf-wfi ( #.) Hvrvtft— “ frft ft iott OTJtft ” ( 

gi*— “ ). 
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“ Bee farming for the collection of honey and wax, moat of 
which is sent to Goa and made into candles for Church altars is 
still an industry in Kanaru ( Bombay Gaz. XV, Pt. 1,104 ff.). 

Page 11 — Description of a Church at Goa (college of 
Dominicans ) — “ In the Sacristan were massy silver candlesticks 
and other vessels very Rich. ” 

Page 251 — Travels into Persia — 

“ Nor can we forget another sort of Black Traders, burning 
light at Noon-day, which are the Necromancers, whose shops are 
bestuck with cccndles, lighted in every hole.", 

Tavernier in his Travels in India (Vol. II, London, 1889) 
makes the following references to candles ’•— 

Page 8 — Speaking of large quantities of spun cotton, export* 
ed to Europe by the English and Dutch companies Tavernier 
states:— 

“ These are the kinds which are used to make the wicks of 
candles, and stockings and to mingle with the web of silken 
stuffs. 

Page 292 — speaking of a pagoda in Siam Tavernier states 

“In the middle there! is, as it were, a great ohapel all guilded 
within, where a lamp and three wax-candles are kept alight 
in front of the altar , which is covered with idols ... ” 

Page 886 — M. Constant, commander at Gombroon ( Bandar 
Abbas) gave a dinner to several Franks. In the description of 
this dinner Tavernier refers to lamps, whioh were “ saucers full of 
oil attached to the walls.of the house and at a distance of about 
one foot from each other ”. Instead of these lamps M. Constant 
ordered “ white toax-candles to be placed throughout , and both within 
and Without the house there was light every where ”, All the 
merchants both Christians and Muhammadans were surprised at 
it. At this Tavernier remarked:—“this wax does not cost-so 
muoh to the company as it does to private persons, because all 
the Dutch vessels which come from Mocha ( Mecca) carry much of it 
as it is very cheap there. ” 

Page 18 — Speaking of Cinnamon from Ceylon Tavernier 
states i— 

“ ThS Portuguese used to gather quantities of it ( Cinnamon ) 
which they placed in Chaldrons with water together with the 
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small points of the ends of the branches and they boiled the 
whole till the water was evaporated when cooled, the upper 
portion of what remained was like a paste of white wax and at the 
bottom of the Chaldron there was Camphor. Of this paste they 
made tapers t which they used in the Churches during the service 
at the annual festivals, and as soon as the tapers were lighted all 
the Church was perfumed with an odour of cinnamon. Formerly 
the Portuguese procured cinnamon from the countries belonging 
to the Rajas in the neighbourhood of Cochin. ” 

Page 413 — Giving an account of his arrival in Holland with 
the Dutch fleet, Tavernier states *— 

“ As soon as we had sighted the coasts of Holland, all tha 

soldiers of our fleet.fixed a quantity of small wax-tapers about 

the poop and bow of the vessel.On our vessel alone there 

were more than 1700 of these wax-tapers , both large and small. 
The sailors had kept them since they were at Manillas , from 
whence they had brought a large quantity , as also from Point de Calls 

in the island of Ceylon.as wax was cheap throughout India 

and is easily bleached, every religious house always hoe a large 
supply of wax-tapers on account of the festivals, when numbers 
are lighted before the grand altar and in all the Chapels . Thus the 
least of the Dutch Sailors had thirty or forty of these tapers for 
his share and some of them had some as thick as the thigh . ” 

Among the references to the use of wax-candles by Tavernier 
we note with interest their use before idols in a pagoda in Siam . 

Pietro Della Valle in his Travels in India ( Hak. Society, 
London, 1892 ) Vol. II, makes the following references to candles :— 
Letter No. V dated 22nd November 1623 from Ikkeri (to the 
South-east of Honawar in the Shimoga District of Mysore) 

Page 235 — Description of a Shiva Temple 
—“ The idol was called Virend Deurii ... at the upper end in a 
dark place with candles before him. 

Page 237 — “ In the middle of the temple . a darker 

enclosure.wherein stood ... a little stockade or Pallisade ... 

to hang Lamps and Tapers upon at more solemn days and hours. M 
Page 238 —“ Tapers being lighted, particularly at the 
stockade. ” 
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— Idol of Virena taken in a prooes9ion. 

— Two Ministers '* with lighted Tapers marched first, followed, 
by the Idol in his canopy. 

Page 289 — One of the Priests or Ministers “ began to salute 
the Idol a far off with a dim Taper in his hand making a great 
cirole.several times. ” 

— “ Palisade of lights ••• through which it is not lawful 
to pass. ” 

Page 240 —The priest “took a wax-candle and therewith 
described within the Palanchino or carriage before the Idol many 
circles with lines at the end ; and putting out the candle took the 
Idol out of the Palanchino and carrying it through the railed 
etookade in the middle of the Torches , placed it on its Tribunal at 
the Upper End where it usually stands. ” 

— “ Candles being put out, the ceremonies ended and the 
people returned to their Houses ” (The Editor observes in foot¬ 
note 2 on p. 240 i— 

“ Wax-candles are certainly not common in India even in the 
present days, among natives, and were probably used only in 
temples. ”) 

Page 271 — “ The night following there was a great solemnity 
in all the Temples by lighting of candles. ” 

Page 279 — “ Tapers were lighted up in all the Temples of 
Ifckeri. ” 

On p. 206 Della Valle mentions the Divali (“the Davali or 
feast of the Indian Gentiles ”) which was celebrated on 24th 
October 1628 . On page 288 he describes in picturesque detail a 
festival of illumination on 21stNovember 1628 which was a “New 
Moon ” day and at which the King of Ikkeri, Venkatappa Naik 
was present. The description of this illumination reads like the 
description of Divfiii. I, therefore, reproduce it below :— 

Page 288 — “ November the one and twentieth. This night 
an infinite number of Torches and candles were lighted, not only 
in all the Temples, but also in all the Streets, Houses, and Shops 
of Jfcftert, which made a kind of splendour over all the city. In 
each of the Temples was its Idol, which in some was a serpent; 
and they bad adorned the outward Porches, not only with lights 
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but also with oertain contriiances of paper on which were painted 
men on Horsebaok, Elephants, people fighting and other old 
figures ; behind wbioh papers lights were placed in certain little 
Arohes like those which we make in our sepulchres; these with 
other gay Ornaments of silk hung round about made a sufficient¬ 
ly pretty show. In the great Temple not onely the inside, in the 
middle whereof is a very high and slender cupola ( which appears 
without too ) but also all the outer walls and all those round 
about the Piazza which lies before it, as also the Houses on the 
adjacent sides, were all full of lights. The concourse of people of 
all sorts and degrees, both Hen and Women, was very great; and 
they appeared to go about visiting all the Temples. 

When it was very late the King came to the great Temple 

accompanied only by his two grandsons.in a Palanchino , 

his two nephews on Horse-back ... ... at a great distance, with 
some number of Souldiers and Servants on Foot ••• ••• The King 
stayed in the Temple about an hour, being entertained with 
Musick, Dancing and other things whioh I oould not see beoause 
I was without. ” 

We note with interest th6 contrivances of paper with lights behind 
them , whioh adorned the outward porches at this festival of A. D. 
1623 on the New-Moon day. They can be compared with hanging 
paper-lanterns which adorn the fronts of houses in modern Divali 
celebrations. 

Letter No. VII dated 31st January 1624 from Ooa — 

Page 348— Description of a Temple near Mangalore 

— Description of a Pillar for light near the Temple > 

“ Where the stairs begin stands a high, strait and round brazen 
pillar 1 ty’d about in several places with little fillets; 'tis about 
60 Palms (each Palm=about 9 inches ) and one and a half thick 
from the bottom to the top, with little dimunition. On this 
Pillar are placed about seventeen round brazen wheels' made with 
many spokes round about like stars : they are to support the lights 

1 The Editor States “ This pillar is not mentioned in modern descrip- 
tions of the Temple. ** 

2 What was the exaot size of these wheels? Were they used as pulle 
for hoisting up hanging lamps ? 
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in greatt Festivals and are distant about three Palms one from 
another. The top terminates in a great brazen candlestick of five 
branches of which the middlemost is highest, the other four of 
equal height. The foot of the Pillar is square and hath an Idol 
engraven on eaoh side : the whole structure is or at least seems to 
be, all of one piece. ” 

Page 848 — “ The walls of a less Inolosure ( wherein accord¬ 
ing to their custom, the Temple stands ) are also surrounded on 
the outside with eleven wooden rails upto the top, distant one 
above the other little more than an Architectural Palm; 1 these 
also serve to bear Lights on Festival occasions; which must 
needs make a brave show, the Temple thereby appearing as if it 
were all on fire). 99 

It is clear from the evidence recorded so far that wax-candles 
were used in the 17th century not only by the Christians of Goa 
in their Churches but also by the Hindus in their temples as 
clearly stated by Pietro Della Valle ( A. D. 1628-24) in his 
description of Hindu Temples. This use of wax-candles in 
Hindu tejmples in A . D. 1623 and in a pagoda in Siam referred 
to by Tavernier (c. A. D. 1670) is further corroborated by 
Duarto Barbosa ( A. D. 1518 ) who in his Travels ( Hak. Sooiety, 
London, 1918 ) Vol. I, p. 115 , expressly mentions the use of candles 
side by side with that of oil-lamps as will be seen from the 
following extract:— 

Page 115 — Speaking of the Brahmins of Gujarat Barbosa 
observes:— 

“.they celebrate great ceremonies in honour of these idols , 

entertaining them with great store of candles and oil-lamps and 
with bells after our fashion ). ” 


1 The height of the brazen Pillar was 60 Palms. The Editor remarks 
“ Probably the Italian measure or Palmo is here referred to, equal to about 
nine inches. The measure of a Palm '* may also be understood as equal to 
about 8 H inches ( le igth of a hand ) or 3 inches ( breadth of a hand ). If 
Palms - 3 inches the he'ght of the Pillar of GO Palms = 180 inches = 15 feet. 
If Palm - 9 inches the Pillar of 60 Palms = 540 inches = 45 feet —Scholars 
interested in the history of Indian architecture will be better able to visualize 
this brazen P ilar than myself. 
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In the Ain-t-Ahbari ( A. D. 1590 ) the Regulation* 1 for the 
Illuminations at Akbar's court are recorded in detail. They refer 

I These Regulations for the Illuminations (Vide pp. 4?-43 of Francis 
Gladwin’s Eng. Trane, of Ain-i-Akbari % Vol. I, Calcutta, 1897 ) may bn 
reproduced here as they are very useful for reconstructing the history of lamps 
and lighting in Mediaeval India:— 

Regulations for the Illuminations — This is a spark of celestial fire. 

At coon when tl e Sun enters the 14tb degree of the sign Aries, they pt&Qe 
In the Sun’s rays a kind of shining onyx, called in the Hindustani language 
Soorej Kerant ( ) and put to it a piece of cotton whioh from heat of 

the stone catches fire. And this celestial fire is committed to the oare of 
proper persons ; and the lamp-lighters, link-man and cooks make use there of 
for tneir respective offices : and when the year expires, they catoh new fire. 
The vessel this fra is preserved in, is called Agangar or tbo fire-pot. There is 
also a shining white stone called Chunder Kerant ( ) t whioh, upon 

being exposed to the moon’s b3ams, drips water. 

Every afternoon, at ono Ghurry before sua-set his Majesty, if on horse¬ 
back alights; or if sleeping, he is awakened. And when the Sun sets, the 
attendants light up twelve camphor candles in twelve candlesticks of gold and 
silver aud bring them into the presence, when a singer of sweet melody, 
taking up one of the candle-sticks, sings a variety of delightful aits and con¬ 
cludes with imploring blessings on his Majesty. 

It is impossible to describe the beauty and various forms of these candle¬ 
sticks : Some of them weigh forty pounds and upwards and are oarvod with a 
variety of figures. Some are singly, others of two branches and others of more. 

They cast camphor candles three yards 1od£, and some larger, and they are 
ornamented with flowers. Tbo palace is moreover illuminated within side and 
without wih flambeaux fixed upon poles with iron prongs. Th & first second and 
third nights of the moon when there is but little moonlight prongs are lighted 
with e ght flambeaux. From the fourth to the tenth they decrease one in 
number every night, so that on the tenth night, when the moon shines very 
bright, one flambeaux is sufficient. And they continue in this state till tbs 
fifteenth and increase one every day from the sixteenth to tho nineteenth . On 
the twentieth they continue the same, and on the twenty first and twenty 
second increase one daily; the twenty third is the same as the twenty second 
and from the twenty fourth to thirtieth night of the moon, eight prongs are 
lighted up. For each link are allowed one seer and half of oil, and half a seer 
of rags, more or less according to the size. In some places they burn lamps 
with grease ; but in palace nothing is used but oil . 

In order to render the royal camp conspicuous to those who come from 
far, his Majesty has caused to be erected in the front of the Dowlet Khanah, 
a pole upwards of forty yards high which is supported by sixteen ropes and 
from the top of the pole is suspended a large lantern whioh they call Akass 
deeah ( awi^r or ). 

These offices are periormed by many of the Munsubiars, Ahdeoans* and 
other military men. The pay of a footsoldier never exceeds two thevfaod 
four hundred, and is never less than SO Dams, ** 

II ( Annals, B. €>♦ H, l, J 
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to the use of camphor candles at the Mughal Court in different 
kinds of candlesticks. Camphor candles, three yards long and 
even more must have been a grand sight to see for Akbar’s 
courtiers. As compared with the camphor candles the wax- 
candles used in Hindu temples (about A. D. 1518) in Gujarat 
and in Kanara ( A. D. 1628 ) dwindle into insignificance. Wax- 
candles must have been in use in Akbar’s time in the house¬ 
hold of common men, both Hindu and Muslim, but they don’t 
appear to have been in favour at the imperial Court which was 
devoted to the pursuit of the sublime and the beautiful, irrespec¬ 
tive of the cost involved ii such a pursuit. 

1 hough Barbosa refers to the use of wax-candles in Hindu 
Temples in A. D. 151S in Gujarat Babur in his Memoirs deplores 
the absence cf candles and candlesticks in Hindustan in his diary 
for A. D. 1525-1523. Perhaps he did not notice them in Central 
and Northern India in the territories oonquered by him. Are we, 
therefore, to suppose that the use of candles was unknown in 
India before A. D. 1493, tbe date of Portuguese advent? In the 
following extract from Baburncima (Trans, by A. 8 . Beveridge, 
Vol. II, London, 1922, p. 518) we get a list of the defects of 
Hindustan, among which the absence of candles and candle-sticks, 
is emphatically deplored :— 

“ Hindustan is a country of few charms. Its psople have no 
good looks; of social intercourse, paying and receiving visits 

there is none.no hot-baths, no colleges, no candles , torches, 

or candlesticks. 

Iu place of candle and torch they have a great dirty gang- 

they call lamp-men ( diwati) .This is the Hindustan 

substitute for lamps and candle-sticks.. ” 

We must now try to trace references to the use of candles in, 
India by Muslims prior to A. D. 1500 and later than the Muslim 
conquest of Sind in A. D. 712. 

In concluding this paper I must not fail to take notice of tbe 
so-called candle-slick 1 discovered in Mohenjo Daro excavations, 

' I bare to thank my friend Dr. A. D. Pusalker, Assistant Direotor, 
Bharatiya VidyB Bhavan, Bombay, for drawing my attention to this 
oandlestick and Mr. Mack ay’s remark* on it, •••«:. 
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about which Ernest Mackay remarks as follows on p. 137 of his 
Indus Civilization (London, 1935) •*— 

44 A pottery candlestick ( PI. O, 5 ) provides an answer to the 
question how the houses were lighted; no dish or other receptacle 
has yet been found which, by definite marks of burning at the 
edge, can be identified as a lamp. It seems certain that some 
vegetable oil must have been used for lamps in the Indus valley, 
since lamps were undoubtedly known in neighbouring countries 
at that time ; in any case, it is extremely interesting to discover 
that candles were also in use at such an early date . 99 

The candlestick 1 referred to above is described in detail by 
Mackay on p. 414 of Vol. I of Further Excavations at Mohenjo- 
Daro , 1938, New Delhi. If candlesticks were used in India 
as early as c. B. 0. 3000 during the days of the Indus valley 
civilization one wonders why their use should not be referred to 
in the extant Indian literature from the RQVsda onwards uptd 
the end of the 15th century A. D. Though the bees-wax was 
known in India from very early times and was used for medical 
jand other purposes such as the preparation of wax-moulds for 
casting metal images, no trace of bees-wax used for the manu¬ 
facture of candles has yet been found so far as my knowledge 
goes. This view of mine gets some confirmation from the 
statement of Emperor Baber in his Memoirs for A. D. 1525-26 
deploring the absence of candles and candlesticks in Hindustan 
by which he evidently means Northern Indian territory con¬ 
quered by him. The use of candles in Hindu temples in Gujarat 
referred to by Barbosa in A. D. 1518 only shows that they were 
getting current in India towards the end of the 15th century 

1 In reply to my inquiry about candles in India in pre-Mughal times 
Dr. H. Goetz, Curator, Baroda Museum, wrote on 2-10-1947 

*• As to candles I should regard Mackay’s identification of a candle-stick 
from Mohenjo Daro very improbable. In India I cannot trace candles before 
Mughal invasion. Thus the candle might have been introduced from China. 
But I do not feel sure, as candles played a great role in Christian ritual ainca 
olden times. However, I do not know since when exactly. The oldest European 
candle-sticks which I know are of the 11th century . On ground of quite a 
number of considerations, which I cannot specify here, I should be inolined 
to search the origin of the wax-candle in late T’ang China. ” 
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perhaps as a result of Portuguese contact. This is the only con¬ 
clusion I can draw from the evidence so far traced and 
recorded. 

Before closing this paper I record the following reference to 
“ waxen tapers ” used in a Hindu Chapel (before the goddess 
Kali ) at Calicut between A. D. 1502 and 1508 •— 

In the Travels of the Italian traveller Varthema ( Argonaut 
Press, London, 1928 ) chap. VII is devoted to Calicut ( pp. 55-70). 
While describing the King of Calicut and his Chapel Varthema 
refers to the sacrifice of a cock before the goddess ( Sal hams 
( = Kali ) in the Chapel and observes:— 

Page 56 — “They have a certain small table •• — •.extremely 
well adorned with roses, flowerB and other ornaments. Upon this 

table they have the blood of a cock.they have a silver 

knife with which they have killed the cock, and which they 

tinge with the blood.and finally all that blood is burnt, the 

waxen tapers being kept lighted during the whole time. " 

The above reference to “ wasen tapers ” by Varthema is the 
earliest so far traced by me and hence important for my inquiry. 
The references to the use of wax-candles by Varthema, Barbosa 
and Pietro Della Valle between 4. D. 1502 and 1623 illustrate the 
use of candies along the coast line of India. 
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Chronology 

Reference 

o. B. C. 3000 

—Supposed candlestick found at Mohenjo-Daro. 
—Bees-wax candles mentioned by Roman writers. 
—candles and candlesticks mentioned in Holy 
Bible. 

Between A. D. 
500 and 1100 

—Turuski taila for feeding lamps mentioned in 
anuflSgfarigjiragq and Parusika taila (Persian 
oil ) mentioned by Bilbana in the 

A. D. 1C00-1100 

—Use of ornamental oandle-sticks in Europe. 

A. D. 1200-1300 

—Guild of travelling candle-makers in Paris. 

A. D. 1502-1508 

— Varthema refers to M waxen tapers” in a 

A. D. 1518 

Hindu Chapel at Calicut. 

—Barbcsa refers to the use of candles and oil-lamps 
by the Brahmins of Gujarat before idols dur¬ 

A. D. 1525 

ing ceremonies in their honour. 

—Baber deplores the absence of candles and candle¬ 

A. D. 1590 

sticks in Hindusthan. 

-Ain-i-Akbari mentions camphot-candles (three 
yards long) and gold and silver candlesticks 

A. D. 1623 
( November ) 

at Akbar’s court. 

—Pietro Leila Valle refers to the use of “ wax- 
candles” in a Hindu temple at Ikkeri ( in the 

A. D. 1672-1681 

Shimoga District of Mysore ). 

— John Fryer in his description of Goo mentions 
“ Wax for tapers ” and “ massy silver-candle¬ 
sticks uted in Churches at Goo. 

— Tavernier refers to “ wax-candles ” before an 
altar in a pagoda at Siam. 

—Tavernier mentions t oax-tapers used by Dutch 

o. A- D. 1676 

Sailors. 

—The RajcvyavahSrakoia mentions 
( candlestick) and (candle). 

o. A. D. 1675- 
A. D. 1800 
A. D. 1723 

—Golden age of the candlestick in Europe. 

—750 canals and 20 Rose-water bottles procured 
from the English by King Shabu of Satara. 

A. D. 1854 

—Introduction of moporu candies W 1 WP 
wax eto. 
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